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ABSTRACT

This article analyzes the reception of Japanese cinema at inter-
naticnal film festivals between the years 1951 and 1970. Concen-
trating on informaticn published during these years in the British
magazine Sight and Sound, it demonstrates how Japanese cinema
became enlisted at this time in the politics of British film culture.
Appropriated as a form of cultural currency, Japanese movies were
supported by critics and journalists who sought to establish a new
film festival for the city of London. As a result, only one kind of Ja-
panese cinema—its “boutique cinema”—found support in the
pages of the magazine. In the process, however, a close and mutu-
ally beneficial relationship was forged between a select group of
critics, festival organizers, and film distributors.
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In his book Kurosawa: Film Studies and Japanese Cinema,
Mitsuhiro Yoshimoto traces how Japanese film has been studied in the
United States since the end of World War II. Paying particular attention
to the complex relations among the two countries occasioned by war
and the 1945-1952 American cccupation, Yoshimoto argues that there
have to date been three stages in the institutionalization of Japanese
cinema studies in the US academy. First, in the 1950s and 1960s, jour-
nalists and critics made their own “discovery” of directors such as
Akira Kurosawa, Kenji Mizoguchi, and Yasujiro Ozu, whose films
they wrote about in humanist and essentialist terms. Second, in the late
1960s and 1970s, Japanese cinema’s supposed “difference” from
Western (and specifically Hollywood) cinema was identified and val-
orized as part of the development of rigorous theoretical approaches fo
the study of film. Finally, a more recent scholarly paradigm has con-
centrated upon issues of cross-cultural analysis and identity politics.
Yoshimoto draws the conclusion that at the present time it is the disci-
pline of Comparative Literature—not Japan Studics, not Area Studies,
and not Film Studies—which holds most potential for scholars based in
the US to produce informed analyses of this most vital national cinema
(8—49).

While recognizing the power and importance of Yoshimoto’s
analysis of US critical response to Japanese cinema, I want to concen-
trate here from a Film Studies perspective on two areas of enquiry
largely excluded by his approach. On the one hand, I want to explore
the question of how work on Japanese cinema is in large measure de-
termined by the power dynamics of transnational distribution practices.
In particular, film festivals have played historically what Yoshimoto
acknowledges as “a large role in the production and distribution of
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films as cultural capital on an international scale” (267). As Yoshimoto
states, for example, Japanese cinema “burst on the American film scene
when Kurosawa's Rashomon [1950] was unexpectedly awarded a
Grand Prix at the Venice Film Festival in 1951, This unique period filn
was extensively reviewed in the major newspapers and highbrow
magazines, and its critical and commercial success aroused American
curiosity in other Japanese films” (9). While all of this is certainly true,
there is an awful lot more still to be said about how, and with what
effect, such Western interest in Japanese cinema has been aroused, and
about the crucial formative and mediating role intemational film festi-
vals have played in this regard.

On the other hand, there is also a need to consider how, as a result
of its overseas circulation, Japanese cinema has been subject to differ-
ent cultural fantasies and meanings within different national reception
contexts. While US Film Studies has indeed been of prime importance
in generating and disseminating English-language work on this par-
ticular national cinema, it is by no means the only source of critical
attention. Considering how Japanese cinema is made sense of—or

indigenized—at other points of international contact does not just
nuance some of Yoshimoto’s concerns, it adds completely new ones as
well,

My intention, then, is to point to the need for further discussion of
processes of transnational circulation and indigenous reception by
making some brief comments on how Japanese cinema circulated as a
cultural cwrrency at and around international film festivals between the
years 1951 and 1970. 1951 is the date of Rashomon’s success at the
XIkth International Exhibition of Cinematographic Art in Venice. The
year 1970 brackets neatly a two-decade period, marking a time when
more sophisticated investigations of Japanese cinema were beginning
to be undertaken by English-lan guage film scholars, as well as the end
of Japan’s innovative, young New Wave cinema of the 1960s.

The focus of my investigation is deliberately local and histori-
cally and cuiturally specific. I have looked at how Japanese cinema’s
fale on the intemational festival eircuit was reported in the British film
magazine Sight and Sound during this twenty-year period. If Japan
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tongs—graphically. The film shows it{. . .} For me, Rasho Mon {sic] is,
therefore, the supreme example of the true sound film: one whose pic-
torial narrative maintains its own continuity, strengthened, blended
with, but not interrupted by sound” (90).

This was the first time the magazine had paid attention o Japanese
cinema’s success at an infernational festival, and the review was and is
quite startling in its exposure of a British critic’s incomprehension in
the face of a newly discovered national cinema. Understanding neither
the film dialogue nor the subtitles, De La Roche claims instead that the
film is therefore a truly pictorial story whose meaning and worth can
only be grasped through sensitivity to its visual qualities.

Significantly, this atiention to the analysis of visual style, and the
concomifant need for the eritic to unearth and interpret the meaning of
Japanese film narratives for her or his reader, has served the boutique
and highbrow aspirations of Sight and Sound extremely well over the
years.! | her autumn 1957 report on the “Memorial to Mizoguchi”
organized by the Venice festival, for instance, Penelope Houston refers
to Mizoguchi’s subtle and “perceptive understanding of his hero-
ines”—the meaning of which Houston will of course explicate (*In the
Picture” 67). Similarly, in a winter 1957 report on a major National
Film Theatre season devoted to Japanese film, Lindsay Anderson
claims that it is now possible to see this national cinema beyond festi-
vals, and so learn about the subject directly “from the films them-
selves,” as if the mysteries of a Kurosawa or Ozu movie will simply
reveal themselves to the cultured and the aesthetically aware viewer
(“Two Inches™).

It is undoubtedly true that this belief in the imminence of the text,
or the way in which careful stylistic analysis can unlock Japanese cin-
ema’s mysteries, was more than facilitated by the post-war growth of
international festivals in Berlin, Cannes, Venice, and elsewhere. Fora
start, the culturally and nationally unfamiliar, or closed, always acquire
an aura of exoticism, This aura can be exploited and appropriated be-
cause value always accrues around the inaccessible and the unknown.
As film festivals are all about looking and seeing, what goes unseen,
and is therefore unknown, retains a certain appeal. Karel Reisz’s 1960
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review of the Bertin festival illustrates thiis process particularly well.
Writing about Heinosuke Gosho’s Four Chimneys/Entotsu no Mieru
Basho (1953), Reisz reports that when Gosho was asked why he—a
veleran director with seventy-two titles to his credit—had not shown
any of his films outside Japan before, Gosha replied simply, “No one
asked me.” Riding on the back of the fad for Japanese cinema, those old
unseen titles could now become objects of curiosity and hence acquire
value,

In the 19505 and 1960s, when filing reports on Japanese films ex-
hibited at festivals, Sight and Sound critics sometimes gave the impres-
sion that those movies they would not themselves get to watch were
therefore not worth commenting upon. This is in effect what happens
with Penclope Houston’s report from Venice in 1957, wherein she
informs her readers how Mizoguchi is being memorialized through
screenings of five of his films. The four titles Houston apparently
viewed at this event are Nantwa Elegy/Naniwa Ereji (1936), Women of
the Night/Yoru no Onnatachi (1948}, The Fate of Madame YukilYuki
Fujin Ezu (1950), and The Lady of Musashino (1951), However, the
fifth title is never mentioned because the critic missed it; the possibility
that this fifth title may of itself be interesting, and that it may be
historicaily useful to know what it actually was, docs not seem to be at
issue (“In the Picture” 68). Similarly, both Houston and her colleague
John Gillett missed Kon Ichikawa’s “controversial” Obsession at Can-
nes in 1960, but evidently felt under no obligation to inform readers
what the terms of that controvérsy were in their separate reports for the
magazine’s summer issue (Houston, “Cannes 19607; Gillett, “Cannes
1960™).

One possible reason for this emphasis on those films that can be
seen at festivals is that a film unseen will not permit the critic to make
enlightening revelations to his or her reader. And the language of reve-
lation is crucial to these writers. Consider Simon Harcourt-Smith’s
July-September 1952 review of Rushomon, published once Kurosawa’s
movie had been picked up for distribution in the UK by London Films:
“Rashomon, some may argue, can fairly rest upon the merits we first
see in it, upon the pleasure and inspiration it gives to Western audi-
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ences” {(emphasis added). Similarly, just over one year later, Gavin
Lambert reported from Venice that Mizoguchi’s Ugetsu Monogatari
(1953) “has at last the quality of revelation.” In winter 1960, Peter John
Dyer reported from the London Film Festival that Bad BoysiFuryo
Shonen (1960), Sasumi Hani’s debut feature, is a work by a director
who “does seem to have that rare, mysterious talent for depicting the
hidden meaning of things, and not just their ordinary appeatance”
{*“London Festival”). In al! of these cases, the hidden meaning of things
is that which can be discovered or inferred by the critic. The rarefied,
highbrow, exclusive atmosphere of these particular international film
festivals allows for these bold acts of discovery, as does the perceived
exoticism and relatively unknown and unseen quality of Japanese
cinema at this time.,

As the years passed, and as more Sight and Sound critics dis-
cussed more films from Japan shown at more international festivals, the
empbhasis shifted from the desire to discover and reveal the meaning of
films to the perceived need to reframe what was interesting about Ja-
panese cinema in the first place. What this meéans is that for critics at
Sight and Sound, Japanese cinema very quickly went from being an
unknown to being a “known” cinema. Instant experts crawled out of the
woodwork. Japancse films were no longer unseen, because you could
now see them—not just at the overseas festivals, but also, increasingly,
in the art cinemas of London and other UK cities. And because you
could now sce them, the critical line on Japanese cinema began to
change,

In fact, this process started to happen extremely quickly, if subtly,
after Rashomon’s success at Venice in 1951. Once Japanese directors
became international celebrities, critics sought to distance themselves
from the emerging standard response to Japan’s cinema such critics had
themselves helped establish. Specifically, this process emerges in em-
bryonic form as early as July-September 1952, with an anonymous
report from Cannes (this a mere eight months after the breakthrough
success of Rashomon): “The official Japanese evtries were disap-
pointingly orthodox, whether treating legénd or (sentimentally) current
family life” (“Cannes 1952"). It is noticeable here that it has not taken
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very long for Japancse cinema to become “disappointingly orthodox.”
Presumably, enough instant experts on the subject have now been pro-
duced for the need for new specialists to become apparent. Morcover,
the disdain for sentimentality illustrated by this quote is entirely in
keeping with the ideology of a magazine prone to disparage the melo-
dramatic—and vivid display of emotion in cinema generally—throughout
this period.?

Twelve months after this report, in 1953, Sight and Sound carried
a still image, but no review, of The Imposter, “the third Japanese film to
be shown in London™ (i.e., after premiering at festivals, the first two
being Rashomon and Kurosawa’s Tora-no-o/The Men Who Tread on
the Tiger’s+Tail, made in 1945). Significantly, no director credit is
given for The Imposter, here and in other issues of the magazine, during
this period. The Imposter is labeled “a straightforward cloak and dag-
ger piece,” and thus dismissed on grounds of triviality and generic
predictability {(“The Imposter”). In other words, by the time the third
Japanese film to move from the overseas festivals to Britain had hit its
shores, Japanese cinema had become ordinary, orthodox, generic, and
straightforward. In a word, it had become “known.”

In frying to preserve a sense of mystery for Japanese cincma,
therefore, writers now scoured the festivals for elements that could be
reframed or reinvented as unseen, exotic, and so in nced of explication -
by the qualified critic. John Maddison’s autumn 1956 report from.
Edmburgh includes discussion of Hideo Sekigawa's The Boyhood of
Dr Noguchi (1956)—a film which subsequently appears to have
disappeared from English-language cinema history. Maddison claimg
that the “playing [or acting] [. . .] is of the high order of naturalness one
has come to expect in Japanese films.” We have here further indication
of a bias against the perception of non-naturalism in Japanese cinema.
While Rashomon was impressive precisely because, in Catherine De
La Roche’s words, it showed events graphically, a tradition of “natu-
ral” quality was now being advanced; and this tradition was once again
defined by the discerning critic on the basis of the absence of melodra-
matic, sensationalistic and non-naturalistic elements. It is this percep-
tion that seems to lie also behind the following reports: fiom Venice,
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Autumn 1963: “The new films from Kwrosawa (High and Low [Tengoku
fo Jikoku, 1963)), Kaneto Shindo (Mingen), and [Juan A.] Bardem -
(Nunca Pasa Nada) were all turgid and disappointing”- (“Festivals:
Venice"); from Berlin, Autumn 1964: “Although its photography and
framing are in the great Japanese tradition [sic], the techniques of Su-
sumi Hani’s She and He [Kanaojo to kare, 1963] are very new wave-ish”
(Rougd); and from “The Skult Beneath the Skin,” an autumn 1966 sut-
vey article by Tom Milne on the cinema of Kon Ichikawa, many of
whose films had been shown at festivals, written about in Sight and
Sound, and distributed in the UK by Contemporary Films: “First im-
" pressions can be misleading, and there is something very wrong with
the image of Kon Ichikawa—arrived at mainly by way of The Burmese
Harp [Biruma no Tategofo, 1956), Conflagration {Enjo, 1958] and
Fires on the Plain [Nobi, 1959—all in UK distribution af this time}—
as a man obsessed by human suffering.”

The clearest indication of this reframing and revaluation of Ja-
panese cinema in the pages of Sight and Sound appears in the winter
1960-61 editorial. This piece differentiates between three levels of
cinema in general showcased at the time within the UK. The editorial
refers first to “the cinema of creative advance and discovery, which
increasingly seems to mean films for the specialised cineinas and the
National Film Theatre” (“Editorial: The Front Page,” Sight and Sound
30.1). Now, as festival reports and reviews from this time make clear,
the magazine has in mind here a “director’s cinema” of worthy and
significant titles. In the two-year period between 1959 and 1961, for
instance, the same Japanese titles arc featured time and again in the
magazine. These include Kurosawa’s Hidden Fortress/iKaiushi Toride
no San-Akunin (1958) and Ichikawa’s Conflagration (which Penclope
Houston liked because, as she explained in the summer of 1959, it
“dodges every implication of melodrama” and is an adaptation from a
novel of Yukio Mishima—Iliterary adaptations being looked upon very
- favourably by the reviewers at this lime; see Houston, “Venice”). They
also include Mizoguchi’s revived classics of the 1930s (notably, Sisfers
of the Gion/Gion Shimai (1935)), Ichikawa’s Her Brother (1960), Ka-
neto Shindo’s The Island/Hadaka no Shima (1960), Masaki Kobaya-
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shi’s The Human Condition trilogy, and Ozw’s Tokyo Story/Tokyo
Monogatari (1953). This is a cinema of “creative advance and discov-
ery” primarily because it is shown at overseas festivals and exhibited in
highbrow venues like London’s National Film Theatre.

There is no need to concern ourselves at the present time with the
second pattern of contemporary film culture identified in this winter
1960-61 editorial, namely, the situation whereby “in the big cinemas
films become even longer, and their target is more and more the ‘hard
ticket’ customer” (this refers to popular US blockbusters). The final
category is highly relevant, though: “And, from the commercial cinema
and spilling over into the clubs, come the out and out appeals to sensa-
tionalism, ranging from Britain's Peeping Tom [Michael Powell, 1960]
to Japan’s lubricious The Joyhouse of Yokohama. 1t is a pattern which
cannot be viewed without a certain uneasiness” (“Editorial: The Front
Page,” Sight and Sound 30.1). Within a mere nine years of Rashomon’s
success, Japanese cinema is now able to signify a debased, commercial
and crass popular culture. The boutique aufeur cinema of Kurosawa
and company is to be differentiated from the anonymous Japanese titles
seeping into seedy private cinema clubs, Obviously, when more and
more UK customers can debase themselves by watching The Joyhouse
of Yokohama in private cinemas, it is time for Sight and Sound critics to
counter by unearthing more distinguished auteur specimens at interna-
tional festivals.

However, 2 symptomatic reading of the magazine’s pages reveals
that the situation is actually a lot more complicated than this. For in-
stance, Mizoguchi’s Street of Shamel Akasen Chitai (1956, a film about
prostitutes}—an auteur classic described by Lindsay Anderson in 1956
as one of the three “most remarkable offerings” provided by the Venice
festival that year (“Festival Reports”)—ended up being exhibited in
London, Eric Rhode reports in spring 1962, “billed as a second feature
to a nudist travelogue and [as such} played for a roaring six months.”
One viewer’s art cinema is another viewer’s porn.

This last story inadvertently illustrates one of the main points of
interest of Japanese cinema for international festivals in the 1960s and
1970s, albeit one virtually ignored by Sight and Sound. A buzz at the
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festivals from the early 1960s was the country’s Nuberu Bagu, or New
Wave cinema. This important film movement—whose titles often
cngaged\\graphically, not to say melodramatically, with themes of sex
and violence—has been analysed by David Desser in his important
1988 survey Eros Pius Massacre: An Infroduction to the Japanese New
Wave Cinema. In the autumn of 1958, David Robinson provided a
premonition of this youthful cinema when he wrotc from the Berlin
festival for Sight and Sound of Tadashi Imai’s The Story of a Pure
LovelJunai Monogatari (1957), “the story of two delinquents whose
love survives the hardships of post-war Japan until she, a Hiroshima
victim, dies of leukaemia’” (“The Festivals: Berlin”), Morcover, Donald
Richie’s authoritative article from spring 1960, called “Japan: The
Younger Talents,” gave a timely overview of current New Wave film
activity, both on the ground in the studios and overseas at the festivals.

Over the next decade, however, this New Wave cinema was sys-
tematically excluded from festival reports and articles published in the
magazine.” Certainly, a few titles were discussed. These include Sasu-
mi Hani’s Bad Boys, She and He and Nanami: Inferno of First
LovelHatsukoi jigokuhen (1968)—the latter characteristically dis-
missed by David Wilson, autunin 1968, from Berlin, as “a weird and
unattractive blend of youthful innocence and sado-masochistic fan-
tasy” (“Festivals 68”); some of the more famous films by Nagisa
Oshima, noticeably Boy/Shonen (1969), Death by Hanging/Koshikei
(1968), and The Ceremony/Gishiki (1971); and Hiroshi Teshigahara’s
The Pitfall/Otoshiana (1962), Woman of the Dunes/Suna no onna
(1963), and The Face of Another/Tanin no kao (1966). In the context of
the inlense New Wave activity documented by Desser in his book and
Richic in his article, however, this is @ mere drop in the ocean. For
some strange reason, Sight and Sound did not care to write about this
innovative and world-renowned New Wave cinema at the time it was
most active.

A key aspect of boutique cinema is that it creates a synergy be-
tween its component parts. Naremore claims that in the contemporary
US, a mutually beneficial relationship prevails between the Sundance
Film Festival, the New York Times newspaper, and Miramax, the film
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distribution company. Films that win prizes and attention at Sundance
are picked up by Miramax and written about in the New York Times, a
publication which also offers extensive coverage of the festival each
and every year. A similar arrangement appears to have existed beiween
the years 1951-1970, involving a certain kind of Japanese cinema, a
few select film festivals, and Sight and Sound.

As a way of explaining this, it is first necessary to point out how
within a year or two of Rashomon’s success at Venice, Japanese cin-
ema’s visibilify at infernational festivals had become, for Sight and
Sound, a metonym for something else. In an cditorial from the Octo-
ber-December 1954 issue entitled “Europe and the Far East,” the
magazine starts out by talking about one thing but ends up discussing
another. “The two most important developments in the cinema since
the war,” it states, “have been, arguably, the neo-realist movement in
Italy and the discovery by the West—a partial discovery, as yet—of the
Japanese cinema.” The editorial then goes on to report that:

Only four Japanese films have so far been shown in London
(Kurosawa’s Rashomon and Tora-no-o, [Teinosuke] Kinu-
gasa’s The Gate of Hell [Jigokumon, 1954], and the less sig-
nificant, though attractive, The Imposter {once again, no di-
rector given for this particular title]); at the European festivals
it has been possible to see several more hisforical dramas
(The Tale of Genji [Genji Monogatari, Kimisaburo Yoshi-
mura, 1952), Ugetsu Monegatari [sicl, The Life of O 'Haru
[Saikaku Ichidai Onna, Kenji Mizoguchi, 1952]), and at the
Berlin Festival both in 1953 and 1954 the Japanese have
shown films with contemporary settings (Gosho’s Four
Chimneys and Kurosawa’s Living [Tkiru, 1952]). All this,
however, amounts only fo a tiny sample of the total
Japanese output.

The editorial then goes on to state (corvectly) the preblems asso-
ciated with finding distributors for all kinds of Japanese films in the
UK, although the examples used to illustrate this point are entirely
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predictable: “It is certainly understandable that British disfributors
should feel cautious about presenting such pictures as Kurosawa’s
Drunken Angel [Yoidore Tenshi, 1948] or Living [. . .] In any case, any
exhibitor showing a Japanese film is clearly taking a very considerabie
gamble.” The editorial’s final few sentences then make its key argu-
ment{:

The great Russian films were introduced to Britain by the
Film Society, and it is to be hoped that practical difficultics
will not long prevent similar non-commercial showings of
the work of these and other directors. And it would surely be
to the advantage not only of the British film press and public,
but to that of Japan herself, if a festival comparable to those
held by the French and the Italians could be arranged in the
not too distant fisture. (“Editorial: The Front Page: Britain
and the Film Festivals”)*

Sight and Sound is here saying that in order to remain frue to the
spirit of the best kind of Japanese cinema, Britain needs a new “non-
commercial” exhibition space so that it would be in a position to be
able to show such films. If this does not happen, even auteurist classics
such as Mizoguchi’s Streef of Shame will end up being shown in the
“wrong” kind of venues—such as private cinema clubs-—alongside
out-and-out anonymous dross like Thae Jovhouse of Yokohama,

On 15 October 1957, three years after this editorial was writien,
London’s National Film Theatre (NFT) opened for business, The first
London Film Festival was held at the NFT in the same month as part of
these opening celebrations. It is important fo point out that neither of
these institutions——which Sight and Sound had becn campaigning for
successfully—are sfrictly-speaking “non-commereial” exhibition venues:
they operate on a cost-benefit basis. Both were supported and spon-
sored by the state-subsidised BFI and the Sunday Times newspaper,
they were attended by the kind of directors written about in Sight and
Sound, and they were covered extensively thereafter by the magazine.

Significantly, the first season at the NFT was dedicated to Jap-
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anese cinema. According to contemporary reports, it included the
showcase exhibition of Tadashi Imai’s Men of the Ricefield/Kome
(1957—a title which subsequently sank without trace from English-
language cinema history). On the opening night of the first London
Film Festival Kurosawa’s adaptation of Macbheth, Throne of Blood/
Kuwmonosu-jo (1957) was screened, Other highlights of that first festi-
val included Mizoguchi’s Ugetsu Monogatari and Chikematsu Mono-
gatari (1954), Kurosawa’s fkiru and Ozu’s Tokyo Story. The winter
1957/58 issue of Sight and Sound celebrated the opening of the NFT
and London Film Festival with a double-page picture spread of the
great and the good visiting the South Bank of the Thames. Akira Kuro-
sawa, “who wore national costume,” is pictured “show[ing} his shoe”
to actress Gina Lollobrigida, who appears to recoil (“Opening”).

There are two points to make here. First, Japanese cinema has
now been appropriated to aid in the formation of a British national film
culture. Second, on the back of this appropriation, complex relations
among the print media, cultural institations, government bodies, re-
gional cinema clubs, and a new metropolitan film festival have been
forged. As we have seen, Sight and Sound had paved the way for these
initiatives three years earlier when it claimed that it would be to the
advantage of Japan itselfif a festival comparable to Cannes and Venice
could be arranged in the UK, As reports from the 1960s and early 1970s
demonstrate, however, if Japanese cinema did benefit from these de-
velopments, it was only a very specific kind of boutique cinema that did
$0.

The London Film Festival has always been a “round-up” festival
or a so-calied festival of festivals. In other words, London dees not
itself act as a preview window for the international exhibition of new
titles. Rather, it scavenges films that have previously been shown at
other competitive festivals, such as Berlin, Cannes, and Venice. It is
here that the synergy I referred to above starts to ferment. For when
considering reports from 1957—1970 conceming Japanese cinema at
overseas festivals, in conjunction with reports from the London Film
Festival, and in conjunction with knowledge of the distribution fate of
individual Japanese films in the UK, a pattern begins to emerge.
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Let me illustrate what this pattern looks like with some practical
examples. The summer-autumn 1959 edition of Sight and Sound fea-
tured (predictably enough) reports from the festivals at Berlin and
Venice. The only Japanese films highlighted in these reports are Kuro-
sawa’s Throne of Blood and Ichikawa’s Conflagration, both of which
turned up a few months later at the London festival (Prouse; Houston,
“Venice”). The next issue featored a report from Cannes, in which the
only Japanese film Penclope Houston writes about is Ichikawa’s Ob-
session, even though she had herself missed this “controversial” title
(“Cannes 1960™). Over the next few issues, the Japanese films high-
lighted from festival reports are Kurosawa’s Yojimbo (1961—shown at
Venice), Ichikawa’s Fires on the Plain (also Venice), Shindo’s The
Island (Moscow), and Kobayashi's Human Condition series (shown at
Venice and Montreal) (see Dyer, “The Festivals: Venice” [1960 and
1961]; Robinson, “The Festivals: Moscow”; “In the Picture”).

Within twelve months of playing at these events and of being
written about in festival reports—even if, to repeat, the writers
concerned had not actually seen the films under discussion—all of
these titles were exhibited at the London Film Festival. From there, all
the films were shown at cinema clubs around the UK. Moreover, most
were reviewed in the pages of Sight and Sound magazine, and some-
times promoted there as well in advertisements placed by their UK
distributors. For example, Ichikawa’s Fires on the Plain and Odd Ob-
session played the London Film Festival in 1962, were distributed by
Warner Pathe and Curzon, respectively, and were both reviewed in the
spring 1962 issue (Gillett, “Fires™). The Island played London in 1962,
was picked up for UK distribution by Curzon and advertised in the
winter 1962 edition. A few years later, Tom Milne published a report
from Venice, 1967, in which he drew specific aitention to Kobayashi’s
Rebellion (1967)—a film that, Milne reports, was ironically enough
“rejected by the [Venice] Festival selectors on the inscrutable grounds
that it revealed nothing ‘new’ in its tale of an ageing samurai who opts
for revolt” (“Festivals 677). Subsequent to this, though, Rebellion was
shown at the London Film festival in 1968, picked up for UK distribu-
tion by Hunter Films Ltd, and reviewed by Sight and Sound in its spring
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1568 issue (Strick).

The pattern we are beginning to see, therefore, is one whereby the
London Film Festival screening of select Japanese films becomes the
lynchpin for the dissemination of such titles throughout the other related
institutions of official British film culture. The impression given,
whether by design or not, is of a three-step strategy. First, a film from
Japan will be targeted in a Sight and Sound festival report from Berlin,
Cannes or Venice—usually this is a film drawn from a pool of a small
number of select auteur directors, It is quite possible that this film will
already have been picked up for exhibition a few months later at the
London Film Festival, The festival reporf from Berlin, or wherever,
serves then to flag this fitm for UK readers as a festival attraction, and
therefore as an important unseen film. Then, a few months down the
road, the movie will be shown at the London Film Yestival. Because it
has alrcady secured exhibition at the London festival, a UK distributor
has probably already been found. Finally, after the London festival
screening, a Sight and Sound review appears to help launch the film’s
UK distribution life. By this time, the magazine is busy reporting from
the next round of overscas film festivals. The publication is able now to
identify and target select new unseen Japanese movies for its readers,
partly on the basis of their resemblance to titles which have already
passed through this three-step process. As Sight and Sound, the NFT, -
and the London Film Festival were all tun at this time by the BFI, and
as the specialist distribution companies involved were absolutely re-
liant on the BFI’s assistance, a synergistic relationship is forged. This
situation partly explains why only a relatively small number of Japanese
films were written about in the pages of Sight and Sound in the late
1950s and throughout the 1960s.

Put like this, the activities of the component engines that drove
this boutique cinerna sound rather sinister, as if journalists, festival
directors, and distributors all conspired to kecp only a few: select
Japanese titles in the public eye. This may or may not be the case. What
Is true, however, is that the small number of Japanese films passing
through this process served the interests of the cultural institutions
concerned extremely welil.,
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For instance, many of the films mentioned above by Kurosawa,
Ichikawa, Kobayashi, and so on, picked up from overseas festivals and
released in the UK between 1959-1968, were the target of intense
critical and exhibition attention in London. These directors, along with
the already canonized Mizoguchi and Ozu, comprised a substantial
portion of a four-part Asian Film Season at the National Film Theatre
starting from January 1960. Ichikawa was also celebrated with both a
major NFT season in the sumnier of 1965 and a survey article by Don-
ald Richie in Sight and Sound at the same time (“Several Sides”). One
year later, the same director was rewarded with another NIFT scason
and another overview article in the magazine, this time written by Tom
Milne (“Skull”). Fires on the Plain was uscd by the winter 1962 Edito-
rial to take a swipe at private cinema members who had jeered if in their
clubs ever the preceding months. Indeed, this last example shows how
Tapanese cinema became appropriated in this period in a battle between
the bastions of metropolitan film culture and the various regional, at
times even counter-cultural peripheries.’

Consider in the light of this the fact that Sight and Sound’s
aufumn 1969 issue includes a report by Tom Milne from the Venice
festival, wherein Milne reports that with credits such as The Diary of a
Shinjuku ThieflShinjuku dorobo nikki (1969), director Nagisa Oshima
“will certainly become a name fo conjure alongside Ichikawa and Ko-
bayashi” (“Venice™). Mcanwhile, a few pages later in the same issue,
the New Cinema Club in Wardour Street, London, launches its second
Forbidden Films Festival with a showing of the same title, now de-
scribed as “the most talked about film at Cannes this year. This is the
first film we have dared to put into our open-ended Forbidden Film
Festival before jt’s been submitted to the British Board of Film Cen-
sors” (New Cinema Club). In this way, the same Japanese film is given
a very different cultural significance on another page of the same issue
of the same magazine.

Using Sight and Sound as my focus of attention, [ have been con-
cemed to provide some illustration of how Japanese cinema circulated
as cultural currency at and around international film festivals during
the years 1951-1970. I would now like to make two concluding re-
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marks based upon this research.

First, as already stated, it is surprising, not to say depressing, to
discover the small range of Japanese titles discussed by this premier
publication during this twenty-year period—especiaily given the
general brovhaha that greeted the success of Rashomon in 1951, Sim-
ply put, the same small group of titles by the same small number of
worthy auteur directors crop up time and time again. The conclusion
one might therefore draw—contra statements made in editorial opinion
pieces throughout the period—is that only a particular kind of Japanese
cinema shown at film festivals during these two decades was of interest
to the magazine. Everything else is simply ignored. It appears as if the
magazine were not interested in Japanese cinema perse so much as in a
certain kind of naturalistic “good” cinema; and it was not interested in
the phenomenon of fitm festivals so much as in a small number of
privileged events (particularly Berlin, Cannes, Venice, but crucially
London) wherein boutique cinema could be promoted and protected,
and national film cultural concerns advanced,

However, a close, symptomatic reading of the magazine’s pages
does show that a more expansive J apanese cinema was indeed in exis-
tence. (And by this I mean chiefly, but not exclusively, the New Wave
cinema of the 1960s.) Although the magazine did not care to cover this
cinema in its pages, a more open historical perspective does still un-
earth it. It may be possible to foliow the traces of those Japanese films
never granted the courtesy of in-depth consideration by the magazine,
s0 that new historical narratives of Japanese national cinema may be
generated.

For exarnple, there are quite a few references in Sight and Sound
in 1952 to The Imposter and also Children of Hiroshima/Genbaku no
Ko (Kaneto Shindo, 1953), both of which have been completely for-
gotten by subsequent English-language film historians. In the spring of
1955, before the canon of acceptable Japanese movies became stream-
lined down to a few auteur classics, literary adaptations and “contro-
versial” festival favourites, a survey article by Masayoshi Iwabutchi,
entitled *1954 in Japan,” provided a mass of interesting information on
then-current, but now wholly obscure, feature films, independent
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movies, and documentaries, (It is worth peinting cut that this is the only
substantial article on Japanese cincma written by a Japanese critic
published in the magazine in this twenty-year petiod.) Similarly, Don-
ald Richie's spring 1960 report on “Japan: The Younger Talents” also
contains much information useful from an historical point of view, as
does John Gillett’s summer 1970 article, “Coca Cola and the Golden
Pavilion,” a five-page report from the Osaka Film Festival. (Again, this
is the only piece filed from a Japanese film festival published in Sight
and Sound throughout this two-decade period.)

Second, I would like to end by suggesting that while my analysis
has been historical in focus, it may have some relevance to contempo-
rary film culture. None of the issues raised here—concemning the
importance of international film festivals, distribution practices, criti-
cal agendas, and the use of national cinema as culfural currency—have
gone away. Certainly in the UK Sight and Sound has retained a key role
in all of these respects. Even allowing for di{ferent editorial priovities, a
different publishing format and profile and different writers, not to
mention a globalized and ever-shrinking world economy and culture in
which Japan is no longer “unknown” or even exotic, the coverage of
Japanese cinema provided by Sight and Sound continues in many ways
to be partial. Such coverage is also tied in on an ongoing basis to the
activities of key British cultural organizations, particularly film festi-
vals. The question as to what purpose Japanese cinema today serves the
London Film Festival, the BFI, and Sight and Sound—as well as related
cultural institutions throughout the UK—remains an open one.

NOTES

' On interpretative protocols in filn criticism more generally, see
Bordwell.

2 For a selection of key articles from the magazine during this
period, as well as an explanatory statement on its philosophy, see
Wilson, Sight and Sound.

? Richie’s next article on the Japanese New Wave for the maga-
zine did not appear until an astonishing forty-one years later. See
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Richie, “Urban Legends.” _

“ The preceding issue of the magazine two months earlier had also
included a distinct statement on this subject. See “Editorial: The Front
Page: Britain and the Film Festivals.”

3 “The French eritic Georges Sadoul was much struck with the
Japanese Children of Hiroshima, which nobody else appeared to have
seen” (Anderson, “Cannes 1953").
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